*Producing a lively, coherent, and relevant editorial column every two months for the* AHR *is a challenge even in the best of times. And, as everyone knows, these are not the best of times.*

*In the press of multiple demands on our time, over the past three months those of us who teach history for a living have devoted ourselves to our students. We retooled our courses, found creative new ways to cultivate knowledge of the past without the benefit of a classroom or regular interactions with students, and sought to help them come to grips with a social crisis unprecedented in their lifetimes---and in most of ours as well. At many colleges and universities, this process has been especially poignant in our relationships with graduating history majors, who are entering into a very uncertain future with little else but the intellectual tools our profession has tried to provide them during their brief passage through a crumbling higher-education landscape.*

*What can we say to these young people at this juncture? In this issue, I have decided to turn over my regular editorial column to Stephen Kantrowitz, Vilas Distinguished Achievement Professor of History at the University of Wisconsin--Madison. On May 8, Stephen recorded his keynote address to the graduating history majors in his department. What he said speaks, I think, for all of us who imagine that when all the research is done, when all the articles are published, when all the books are reviewed, in the end it comes down to this: in teaching history, we help our students resist the temptation to surrender their judgment and agency to others.*

*        A.C.L*.

Welcome, everyone. I'm Steve Kantrowitz. It's an honor and a pleasure to be invited to say a few words to you today.

I've been looking at the list of History graduates, and smiling. Some of you I know from my courses on slavery, the Civil War, and Reconstruction; from "Who Is an American?"; from the seminar on exclusion and resistance at UW. Some of you I only know as names---as the students who make my colleagues beam with delight as they describe what is happening in their lectures and seminars. We're all so proud of you and what you've accomplished. It's worth taking a moment just to linger on that, maybe especially in these strange times.

We're proud, and we're happy, and we're encouraged. Because no matter which courses you've taken, whatever fields you've worked in, whatever the focus of your research, you've emerged from this major with a matchless array of tools and skills. You know how to analyze arguments, and how to make them. You know how to weigh evidence, and when to turn to those with more specialized expertise. You know how to find those experts, and how to assess their merits. You know how to really read, and really write. These are such crucial skills in a world all too full of fear, and mistrust, and cunningly packaged stories that flatter our prejudices and assumptions.

But there's more you've learned. You've learned to see your world---to see our world---through the lens of a world gone by. And so you've come to the life-changing understanding that many things that seem normal and natural and inevitable to you are in fact not so. That yours is not the first, last, or only way that the world may be seen or arranged.

You may also have begun to understand the historical forces that have shaped your own challenges and opportunities. As this pandemic reminds us, forces beyond our control shape what we are able to do---even what we are able to imagine. Here in Madison I am on the ancestral lands of the Ho-Chunk people, which means that my own great good fortune is built on a history of colonialism and conquest---a history I did not really begin to grasp until I had lived here fifteen years. Perhaps you have also come to see that reckoning with the history that made you, that made the places you call home, may be a lifelong undertaking.

And perhaps History also helped you understand that your reaction to all of this complexity did not have to be simple. Perhaps you also learned the value of the blues---what the writer Ralph Ellison defined as "an impulse to keep the painful details and episodes of a brutal experience alive in one's aching consciousness, to finger its jagged grain, and to transcend it, not by the consolation of philosophy, but by squeezing from it a near-tragic, near-comic lyricism."[^1^](#rhaa293-FN1){ref-type="fn"} Few of us will ever be Ralph Ellison. But this whole-souled, unflinching, humane approach to how human beings have lived---this is what we strive for, and what we have tried to teach you.

To think like a historian demands two contradictory things of us: profound humility, and overweening arrogance. Humility because we know that when we reconstruct the past, we are not actually putting the thing together *as it was*, not recovering a lost, eternal truth, but instead *making meaning*. And that's why the arrogance: because even though we know the limitations of our knowledge, we try to tell a coherent story about the past. A story that fits the facts as we find them, that addresses the meaningful contradictions, that is frank about the absences and uncertainties without retreating into hopelessness. A story that acknowledges the limits of our knowledge and our perspective, but that does not throw up its hands.

In this way, the historian's job is the same as that of the citizen.

Our world will overwhelm you with information. It can make you *want* to throw up your hands and leave the big questions to others---to the people already in power, or the ones with the loudest voices. Or it can make you want to choose sides in a black-and-white struggle of good and evil, to choose a team and carry out the plays its captain calls. Those seem to be quite different courses, but in a way they are both courses of surrender. They both ask you to surrender your judgment and your voice in exchange for peace and certainty.

To see the world as a historian is the best way I know to reject that surrender. The skills you have learned, the perspective you have gained, have forever changed you---not just as a student, but as a citizen. Now that you have that toolkit in your hands and understand what it can do, you will not easily be able to rest content with simple answers, especially when they flatter your own prejudices and assumptions.

And so you are the people this moment requires.

You are inheriting a world in crisis. You are among the people with the most at stake in what kind of world we build to repair this damage---and, because of what you now know, and understand, and can do, you are also among the people best qualified to undertake that work. People of my generation and older will pass legislation and hold forth about what should or shouldn't happen---that's inevitable. But you are the ones who will live the longest with the decisions we now make. You are our future.

So how will you apply the historian's toolkit to this moment? You're not the first generation to face a world-changing crisis. You can find examples all over the world, from antiquity to the near-present. If you're a U.S. historian, you can think about the Civil War and Reconstruction, about the Great Depression and the New Deal. Many generations have been called upon to confront crises---some of them under much more difficult circumstances than you now are.

So the decision is yours.

How are you going to use these powerful tools of analysis and discernment, of imagination and synthesis? How will you apply them to the flood of information and misinformation that threatens to drown you every day? What have your studies taught you that can be of value to your family, your community, your nation, your world, in the hard days ahead? How will you help them learn from the crises of the past, and take courage from the movements that sought to address them?

It's true that we are all made by history, and that we cannot escape history. But it's also true that we make it. People make history. We make history.

You are adults now. You are citizens of nations, and of the world, and you have it in your power to try to make some history that you and your children and your children's children can be proud of.

I know you will.

Ralph Ellison, *Shadow and Act* (New York, 1972), 78.
